Flu confusions  by Dixon, Bernard
Magazine
R499
News focus
Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon looks at some of the problems when general 
commentators started to turn to swine flu.
Flu confusionsWhile much of the reporting of swine 
flu in recent months has been of high 
quality, it has been accompanied 
by an unusual degree of error 
and confusion. Paradoxically, the 
journalists (and interviewees) to blame 
have often been those intent on 
correcting misapprehensions.
“In the US, they’ve stopped trying 
to do individual case surveillance 
and they’re focusing on testing 
healthy young adults hospitalised 
with respiratory disease,” The Times 
(8 June) quoted Neil Ferguson of 
Imperial College, London, as saying. 
Ferguson was arguing that British 
data underestimated the extent of the 
infection in the country. 
But what precisely are “healthy 
young adults hospitalised with 
respiratory disease”?  Was Ferguson 
reported accurately? If so, did he 
realise the weirdness of his remark? 
Either way, did the reporter and 
The Times sub-editors think they 
understood? What did readers think?
The same article quoted Ferguson’s 
view that Health Protection Agency 
figures included at best only half the 
total number of UK infections. “GPs 
identified six cases last month not 
linked to known infections,” the article 
continued. But again, what exactly did 
this mean?
Some journalists (like some speakers 
at scientific meetings) err because they 
forget that at least some members of 
their audience need help to fit new 
information into the context of their 
own incomplete knowledge. Another 
writer in The Times (6 June) made 
this mistake in seeking to explain the 
nomenclature of different varieties of 
flu and their causative viruses.
“It was called swine influenza (H1N1) 
because its genes matched those of 
viruses found in pigs,” he wrote.  “The 
name stuck, which upset the Israelis 
and was not good news for Egyptian 
pigs. The animals were slaughtered en 
masse, despite the virus never having 
been detected in a pig.”
But swine influenza does not 
have genes. It is a disease. And do 
these comments really clarify the relationship between the H1N1 virus 
and those (which ones? porcine 
influenza viruses?) found in pigs?
Anyone who has studied 
microbiology will remember learning 
at a very early stage the importance 
of distinguishing between a 
microorganism, the infection it causes 
and the disease that may then result. 
Yet these distinctions can be lost on 
journalists, who therefore fail their 
readers. This is especially true of a 
journalistic species common in the UK 
but virtually unknown in many other 
countries — the newspaper columnist. 
As well as addressing matters they 
understand, columnists are entirely 
confident to plunge into far less 
familiar fields — ones that have 
generated topical issues of public 
importance. They must have opinions 
about everything.
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(Sir) Simon Jenkins, a political 
journalist and former editor of The 
Times, now pens a column for The 
Guardian. Writing on 29 April, he 
assured readers, inter alia, that swine 
flu was a mutation and he repeatedly 
described MRSA and Clostridium 
difficile as diseases. Such elementary 
errors (equivalent to a political 
journalist confusing a county with a 
country) might be overlooked were it 
not for the fact that Jenkins built on 
these insecure foundations a case 
that “we have gone demented”, and 
that swine flu is “not a pandemic” but 
“an opportunity for public figures to 
scare and posture and spend money”.
Jenkins warned his readers that “we 
appear to have lost all ability to judge risk” and that people “cannot set a 
statistic in context”. Yet a week later 
he was writing the following:
“At last an expert speaks. ‘It’s just 
like a cold, says girl, 12,’ according to 
the Daily Mail. The paper had tracked 
down a flu victim…suffering from the 
‘killer virus’ that has brought imminent 
death to, variously, each school in 
Britain, 94,000 Londoners, every pig in 
Egypt and, says a hysterical virologist, 
‘the whole of humanity’… She was 
mocking the health minister, Alan 
Johnson, and his minions cowering 
in their Cobra bunker. She was 
jeopardising thousands of virologists 
who depend on regular pandemic 
scares for government grants.”
Whether the subject is infectious 
disease or electors’ voting 
intentions, one might expect a 
media commentator to recognise 
the absurdity of citing one individual 
case as support for any generalisation 
whatever. Setting a statistic in context?
Fortunately, The Guardian had other 
contributors on hand to put Jenkins 
right, especially over what he called 
“scaremongering” and “science-based 
insanity” about previous problems 
such as SARS. “They were risks, risks 
that did not materialise, but they were 
still risks,” wrote Ben Goldacre (29 
April). “Simon Jenkins won’t be right  
if nobody dies, he’ll be lucky.”
 Then, on 12 June, the day after 
the WHO announced that swine flu 
had indeed become the first global 
pandemic for 40 years, Jennifer Cole 
wrote an excellent, balanced piece 
about the nature of the threat and 
our preparedness to deal with it. She 
highlighted the quality and timeliness of 
the public information leaflet, distributed 
to every household in the UK, which 
Jenkins had dismissed as “fatuous”.
“When the current scare is over and 
the bill tallied, surely there should be 
an enquiry into the fiasco,” Jenkins 
wrote on 5 May. ”Voltaire was right. We 
should take out a virologist from time 
to time and shoot him, to encourage 
the others. And perhaps an editor too.”
Voltaire did not, of course, comment 
specifically on virologists or editors. 
Writing today, he might reasonably 
have chosen columnists.
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